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Although they are located in different countries and separated by a 110-kilometre 
stretch of the Baltic Sea, Umeå in Sweden and Vaasa in Finland seem like twin cities 
in many respects

Umeå and Vaasa
TexT by ELinA RukA | PuBLiCiTY PHOTOone plus one is a lot
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Both are home to advanced and respected 
institutions of higher learning, both have a vibrant 
cultural life, and both have the lowest levels of 
unemployment in their respective countries. Even 
their architecture and layout are similar. Since both 
cities were practically destroyed by fire during the 19th 
century – Vaasa in 1852 and Umeå in 1888 – they were 
rebuilt in accordance with plans drawn up by one 
and the same Finnish architect: Carl Axel Setterberg. 
As a result, both cities have wide birch-lined avenues, 
originally designed to prevent the spread of flames in 
the event of another fire. The cities are like two oysters 
that may not immediately reveal all of their pearls 
to the beholder. However, once you get beyond the 
exterior shell, you will discover the genuine warm-
heartedness that emanates from the Nordic inhabitants 
of these two fine cities. 

Umeå’s eight seasons
In accordance with Sami traditions, the year in Umeå 
is divided into eight, rather than four seasons. I spent 
two bright and sunny days in the city during the 
early spring, called Gijrra or the Season of Returning, 
when the earth is just awakening from its long winter 
slumber. This division of the seasons will form the 
foundation of the city’s cultural events program in 
2014, when Umeå shares the title of European Capital 
of Culture with Riga. Each of the eight seasons in the 
Sami calendar will have a number events devoted to its 
principal elements. 
 With plenty of snow still on the ground in late 
March, many of Umeå’s inhabitants head off for a 
healthy dose of physical activity at the end of the 
work day, carrying their skis on their shoulders to the 
nearest ski trails, including a cross-country circuit at 
Stadsliden Park. Nearby, cycling enthusiasts fill the city 
streets, as if confirming that spring has indeed arrived. 
During the summer months, when the sun barely sets 
below the horizon and the nights remain bright, it is 
easy to navigate the city’s 180 km of bicycle paths at 
any time of the day. I am surprised to learn that once 
autumn arrives, it is customary for men to take a few 
days off from work to go moose hunting. Sweden has 
the largest moose population in the world, numbering 
about a quarter of a million. Those with an aversion to 
hunting can visit Christer and Ulla Johansson’s Älgens 
Hus moose farm in Bjurholm, about 70 km from Umeå 
(www.algenshus.se). There, once can taste moose milk 
cheese, among the rarest and most expensive cheeses 
in the world, and meet with these colossal animals 
face-to-face. It is even possible to ride on the backs of 
the tamest 500-kg beasts. 
 The variety of Umeå’s natural surroundings is 
reflected in the diverse interests and affiliations of 
the city’s inhabitants. Umeåns are known to be active 

members of various political movements. One of the 
city’s most famous native sons was the politically 
committed writer Stieg Larsson, author of the best-
selling Millennium series of crime novels (The Girl With 
The Dragon Tattoo, The Girl Who Played With Fire and 
The Girl Who Kicked the Hornets’ Nest). Already at the 
age of 14, he actively supported such organizations 
as the League for the Independence of Vietnam and 
the Communist Workers’ League. Larsson continued to 
write in defence of the weak and the dispossessed until 
his premature death at the age of 50 in 2004. Having 
witnessed the gang rape of a girl at the age of 15, he 
never forgave himself for failing to come to her aid. 
Today, a digital telephone guide helps visitors tour the 
city of Larsson’s childhood and youth. 
 Umeå has a swinging musical scene, and for some 
unknown reason, post punk is a popular musical 
genre among the city’s younger inhabitants. Whether 
that is due to the harsh, sub-Arctic environment or 
simply to the maximalism of youth is not clear. In any 
case, during the 1990s, a straight edge movement 
arose, uniting both music and politics. Its adherents 
campaigned against the killing of animals, the use 
of meat in diets, alcoholism and drug addiction. 
Eventually, straight edge activists succeeded in getting 
the city’s only McDonald’s restaurant to close down. 
 Right in the city centre stands Scharinska, a beautiful 
pink edifice that dates from 1905, and which the 
owners bequeathed to the city as a venue for musical 
concerts. That is not the only example of philanthropy 
in Umeå. In the 1990s, the Baltic Group real estate 
company took possession of the former psycho-
neurological hospital, transformed it into a modern 
business centre and created the Umedalen Sculpture 
Park, with free admission all year round. Since the park’s 
opening in 1994, nearly 200 artists have displayed their 
works at the site, with oeuvres by such world-famous 
sculptors as Louise Bourgeois, Anish Kapoor and 
Antony Gormley in the park’s permanent collection.

Architecture with a cultural filling
Every person I met in Umeå spoke with optimism 
about the city’s continued development. Umeå’s 
inhabitants have enquiring minds – the municipal 
library of this small city, with a population of about 
80 000, has more daily visitors than its counterpart in 
Stockholm, the country’s capital. Local residents are 
actively involved in the quest for innovations in science 
and medicine, and in the search for new business 
opportunities. The city is growing rapidly and hopes 
to have 200 000 inhabitants by the year 2050, with 
plans for the construction of new housing, educational 
and recreational facilities. Umeå’s upcoming role as a 
European Capital of Culture has provided an added 
stimulus for various activities. It might be worth 
bringing a camera while walking through the city, if 
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only for history’s sake, as the landscapes 
that you capture in your pictures today may 
well be transformed beyond recognition 
over the coming years. 
 Although currently Umeå is only 
the 12th largest city in Sweden, it has 
managed to attract such well-known 
architect firms as Henning Larsen 

Architects (Denmark) and Snøhetta 
(Norway). The Danes have designed the 
Umeå Arts Campus, which consists of 
three buildings that house the School of 
Architecture, the Academy of Fine Arts, the 
Institute of Design (www.umu.se) and the 
Bildmuseet museum of contemporary art 
(www.bildmuseet.umu.se). The museum’s 
construction was co-sponsored by the 
aforementioned Baltic Group. Although 

each edifice was built separately, they are 
all joined up at one level by a riverside 
promenade that is accessible to everyone 
at all hours. As I explored the premises of 
the museum’s new quarters, which will 
officially open on May 19, I couldn’t stop 
marvelling at its intelligent architecture – 
simple but practical, unobtrusive but full 

of small details and surprises. I laughed 
out loud and imagined that the museum’s 
employees will probably enjoy being in 
their new place of employment – so much 
so, that they might even be reluctant to 
return to their homes at the end of the 
working day. 
 The “filling” of each of these edifices 
is also just as marvellous. The Umeå 
Institute of Design is one of the best design 

Bildmuseet,Umea



schools in the world and lives up to its aptly chosen motto – let 
us inspire you. The Bildmuseet, which will soon be housed in 
a whole new building in time to mark its 30th anniversary, will 
have lots more space for exhibitions, lectures, concerts and 
workshops, all designed to educate and promote discussions. The 
Norwegian architects at Snøhetta, for their part, are overseeing the 
construction of a new cultural centre, whose 50 000 m2 will house 
a library and dance academy, as well as exhibition, performance 
and projection halls. Nearby, a stop for the city’s eco-friendly 
airport shuttle bus is to be completed by the summer. 
 While Umeå’s NO! Opera (NorrlandsOperan) occasionally 
cooperates with various guest artists, including the Cape Town 
Opera (South Africa) for the production of Porgy and Bess, many 
of its artists are home-grown. A morning visit behind the scenes 
opens my eyes to a completely different world. In one room, 
decorations are being cut out and painted; in another, the stage set 
is being redone for an evening performance. The warehouse has 
been turned into a small museum, while a group of dancers from 
Korea warms up on a dance floor for a rehearsal. Small wonder that 
98% of the city’s inhabitants claim to be happy and satisfied with 
their lives in this small but lively northern Swedish city.

Energizing Vaasa
The flight from Umeå to Vaasa is the shortest I have ever taken, 
about as long as an American roller coaster ride, up and then right 
back down again. During the 15-minute flight across the Gulf of 
Bothnia, I spot the Söderfjäsrden crater, believed to have been 
gouged by a huge meteor that plunged into the earth some 520 
million years ago. Today, much of the crater’s surface – some 6.5 
km wide and 300 metres deep – is used as farmland, with a well-
equipped astronomical observatory and bird-watching tower also 
within its territory.
 During the most recent ice age, which ended about 10 000 
years ago, the crater lay under the sea. Today, it lies a considerable 
distance inland. That may seem ironic, since in many coastal areas 
around the world, people are concerned about the encroachment 
of the sea and rising water levels. In Vaasa and its surroundings 
the sea is actually receding, as it has been doing for the past ten 
millennia. Every year, Finland gains about seven square kilometres 
of coastal territory, and maps of its seaside have to be periodically 
redrawn. For example, the Kvarken archipelago, which was placed 
on UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 2006, is composed of 5600 
small islands on top of a land mass that was once covered by a 
layer of ice three kilometres thick. The ice’s crushing weight pressed 
the surface of the land about 1 km downwards. With the ice now 
gone, the land is continuing to rise back upwards at a rate of about 
8 mm per year. I was surprised to see houses erected in places that 
were still under water as recently as 30 years ago. As a result of this 
process, known as post-glacial land uplift, Finland and Sweden 
may become connected by an additional bridge of natural stone in 
about 2500 years, and the northern part of the Gulf of Bothnia will 
likely become a large, inland lake. 
 My knowledgeable and friendly guide Vesa Heinonen lives on 
one of the Kvarken archipelago islands, which happens to be the 
furthest place that Vaasa’s planners want the city’s inhabitants to 
travel to work every morning. In order to ensure the health and 
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happiness of Vaasa’s residents, the city 
council is trying to ensure three important 
conditions – that nobody has to travel 
more than 30 minutes to their workplace, 
that everyone receives a competitive salary 
and that post-work recreational activities 
are available for all age groups. That is 
an exclusive privilege for the inhabitants 
of this comparatively small city, who 
can choose whether to live in a city or 
country home, to work for an international 

company or in the arts, entertainment and 
sports sectors. 
 Vaasa’s inhabitants are ardent fans of 
both their city orchestra and their ice 
hockey team. On the Saturday afternoon 
of my visit, Vaasa is playing against the 
Finnish city of Tampere. The municipal 
arena, with room for about 4450 people, 
is full to capacity. Among the spectators 
is a die-hard Vaasa team fan, who attends 
all of its hockey games – whether at home 
or away in other Finnish cities. I figure that 
perhaps a grandson of hers is playing on 
the team, but am told that no, she simply 
loves the Vaasa team and its players. Not 
far from the arena, the Kuntsi Museum of 
Modern Art houses an interesting collection 
of contemporary artworks begun by Consul 
Simo Kuntsi, who bequeathed it to the 
city of Vaasa for the establishment of a 
new museum, which moved to its current 
location in 2007.
 Like Umeå, Vaasa is a multicultural city, 
housing a population of more than 100 
different nationalities. I am therefore not 
surprised to learn that the cosy Sweet Vaasa 

café where I have breakfast belongs to 
an Australian, and that the beauty salon 
where I am offered a foot massage after a 
day of walking through the city is run by a 
Swede. Swedish is Finland’s second official 
language and is spoken as a first language 
by about a quarter of this city’s population 
of 60 000. Hence, Vaasa offers many 
services in both Finnish and Swedish, with 
bilingual newspapers, theatres and schools. 
The large student population contributes 

to the city’s diversity, as do its industries, 
which have invested a great deal in energy 
production and research. History also has 
a role to play in Vaasa’s growth. For about 
three months, during Finland’s civil war in 
1918, Vaasa was briefly the capital of the 
country, a fact that helped to promote the 
region’s further development. Today, the 
city’s annual industrial turnover amounts 
to about 4 billion EUR, with particular 
emphasis being placed on renewable 
energy resources. In order to spread the 
word about Vaasa’s accomplishments in 
energy technologies, specialists in this field 
are offering an enticing summer job to one 
lucky student, who will bear the title of the 
city’s energy ambassador. The winner of the 
stiff competition for this position will visit 
and work at 12 successful enterprises over 
a period of 12 weeks, write a blog about 
his experiences, take part in various events, 
and receive a generous monthly salary 
of 10 000 EUR for promoting the region’s 
strengths and attractions. 
 Those with little interest in renewable 
energy resources may be interested in 

Kunsti Museum of Modern Art, Vaasa
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Fly to Vaasa and umea with 

 Direct flights between Vaasa and Umea starting from EUR 49

 Flights from Riga starting from EUR 69

 From more than 50 airBaltic network cities via Riga starting from EUR 119

 Earn 1-10 BalticMiles Points per each Euro spent on flight tickets

 BalticMiles partners in Finland and Sweden: airBaltic, Worldhotels, Radisson Blu, Rantasippi, 
Cumulus, Imatra Kylpyla Hotel, Naantali SPA, Ruissalo SPA, Lost In Lapland, Best Western, 
Hostelling, Avis, Sixt, airBalticcard Mobile, Language Direct

Terranova
The Kvarken Nature Centre offers visitors 
the opportunity to learn about the 
history of the Kvarken archipelago and 
its continuously changing landscape, to 
acquaint themselves with the local flora 
and fauna, and to take guided trips of 
this scenic area, which is the only Finnish 
natural heritage site on UNESCO’s World 
Heritage list. The Terranova building also 
houses Vaasa’s Ostrobothnian Museum.

 www.kvarkenworldheritage.fi 

For further information about Vasa:
 www.visitvaasa.fi  | www.vasek.fi

Vaasa

the energies of the supernatural. Vaasa 
harbours various legends about the 
presence of ghosts in the city, such 
as that of Professor Karl Hedman, the 
enthusiastic founder of the collection at the 
Ostrobothnian Museum. It is said that he can 
occasionally still be spotted accompanying 
groups of visitors during guided tours of 
the museum. Then there is the ghost of the 
19th-century socialite and ballroom queen 
Konsulinna Moe. The grand balls that she 
hosted gained such renown that people 
even arrived from Sweden to attend them. 
If a fridge door opens and closes by itself 
or if an electrical device suddenly switches 
off, or if some other inexplicable small 
event takes place at the café that is now 
named after her, then she is often called to 
blame. And of course, how could one fail to 

mention Vaasa’s White Lady, who allegedly 
lodges for free at the Hotel Central. I didn’t 
meet with any ghosts while I was in Vaasa. 
However, after having a wonderful meal 
at the Konsulinna Café, where nothing out 
of the ordinary took place, I was stunned 
to see a group of daring, if not foolhardy 
ice fishermen a fair distance away from 
the seashore. They seemed to know what 
they were doing, as the ice that they 
were standing on looked paper thin and 
transparent – a truly supernatural sight 
to behold! BO   

Special thanks to Håkan Johansson, Erja Back, 
Isabella Forsgren, Frederik Lindegren, Brita Täljedal, 
Ida Hansson, Linda Jonsson, Riita Björkenheim, 
Suvi Markko, Maria Backman, Vesa Heinonen, 
Monica Johanson, Solveig Pått, Pekka Haapanen 
and many other people who made my trip an 
unforgettable experience.

Holmön Island
Rent a bicycle and go for a picnic on this island nature 
reserve, where you will be soothed by the peace and 
tranquillity of its natural landscape.

 www.holmon.com 

Feel like a bird
How would you like to spend the night sleeping like a 
bird among the treetops? Each Bird Nest tree house 
is anchored high among the pine trees of a forest 
overlooking a river, and each has a bird theme that is 
reflected in its interior. Complete with toilets, showers 
and kitchenettes. Approximately 70 km from Umeå. 
2890 SEK / night.

 www.granobeckasin.com 

Umeå

Loftet and Konsulinna’s Cafe, www.loftet.fi
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